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A NEW PHASE IN THE STUDY OF RELIGION. 



Religion is itself as old as humanity, and man's experience 

of it and thought about it date from the beginning of the race. 

As we look back over history, we see all peoples in 

The Study of all countries and at all times deeply interested in 

Pre-Christian ^ e conceptions and the practices of religion. No 

AND NON- r 

Christian better means of confirming one's faith in the reality 

Religions of religious truth and the religious life is possible 

than that of seeing how the world has everywhere 
and always turned to religion with supreme interest and devo- 
tion. The ideas of religious truth and the practices of the 
religious life did not attain the ideal which we now have of 
religion, but they were honest and earnest efforts on the part of 
men to bring themselves into a truer and closer relation with 
the eternal realities. 

Since the first century of our era, when Jesus came and gave 
to men, in his teaching and in his life, an ideal of religious truth 
and conduct which we today, with the Christian centuries, recog- 
nize as the supreme ideal of humanity, the attention of most 
people has been turned away from the religious ideas and 
experiences of the pre-Christian period, and also of the non- 
Christian peoples during the Christian centuries. It is easy to 
see whv this has been so, for essential religion was already at 
hand in Christianity, and the history of pre-Christian and non- 
Christian types of religion was for immediately practical pur- 
poses a subordinate matter. 

24? 
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With the great increase of knowledge which has come in 

the century just closing, there has been awakened a profound 

and widespread interest in the history of religion, 

The Science of not only of the Christian religion, but of the pre- 

u a ti e Christian and non-Christian types of religion. This 
Religion j r & 

movement has, in fact, become recognized as a sci- 
ence, under the name of Comparative Religion, and from this 
science of comparative religion we are already deriving much 
knowledge which helps forward a better understanding of reli- 
gion, not only as it has been in the past, but as it now is in 
the present. We study Buddhism, not for the reason that we 
have any intention of becoming Buddhists, nor that Buddhism is 
for a moment to be compared with Christianity in the exaltation 
and purity of the latter's religious and ethical ideas ; but because 
the understanding of religion is assisted by our knowing what 
views men in other countries, of other minds, under different 
circumstances, and at different stages of human progress than 
ours, have taken of religion and why; we can be more intelli- 
gent in our practice of religion if we understand the rites and 
practices by which others in all ages have expressed and 
developed their religious experience. It certainly needs the 
best scholarship, the most profound thinking, and the most 
prolonged research to learn these things about the history of 
religion. It is a life-work to which any earnest seeker after 
truth may give himself with complete consecration, and with the 
expectation of being largely useful to his fellow-men. 

But while the study of comparative religion has been only 

recently entered upon, there is a phase of the study of religion 

which is still newer, namely, the experimental study 

The Study of Q f re liorious experience. It is only a few years since 

Religious . ° . r t , , .. . J , 

Experience an inductive study of religious phenomena was 

begun. But this latest phase in the study of reli- 
gion promises to grow with great rapidity and strength, and to 
become quite as helpful toward an understanding of present- 
day religious thought and life as either the historical study or 
what we might call the theoretical, theological study. It was 
literally true, when Jesus said it, that "the wind blows where it 
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wills, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know whence 
it comes or whither it goes" (John 3:8). Physical science had 
not at that time so far advanced that the origin and movements 
of the winds were a subject of knowledge, or even of study. 
But with the growth of the physical sciences there has come 
an increasing comprehension of the phenomena of nature, by 
reason of which it is no longer true that we are in utter igno- 
rance as to whence the wind comes and whither it goes. It is 
also true that in Jesus' day the operations of the Holy Spirit — 
or, speaking from the human standpoint, the phenomena of the 
religious experience of the individual — were not a subject of 
scientific investigation, and were not intelligible to the people. 
Because, however, that condition prevailed in Jesus' day is no 
reason why it should continue always to prevail ; and in the 
increase of modern knowledge, and the capacity for investigat- 
ing the phenomena of human life, we have reached the point 
where it is not only possible, but largely useful, for us to study 
into, and as far as possible understand, the religious experience, 
not only of the past — not primarily of the past — but of our- 
selves. 

Such a study, of course, is deeply interesting as a historical 
discipline. But much more than that, it has a present-day, 
practical value of the highest kind. Is it not true 
ractical that the religious experiences of men today are 

this Study largely misunderstood, and therefore fail of appre- 
ciation ? Prevailingly our ideas of what religious 
experience should be have come down to us from previous 
centuries, and at some stage in its religious development it is 
the solemn effort of every earnest soul to find its religious experi- 
ence taking the form of one or the other of these historical 
ideals. People are deeply impressed from the pulpit, and in the 
Sunday school, with types of religious experience which have 
characterized the lives of the most prominent Christians of 
previous centuries. They readily conclude that if their religious 
experience is to be genuine it must take the form of. some pre- 
vious individual's religious experience. It is undoubtedly true 
that the variety of types of religious experience of the greatest 
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men in Christian history presents essentially every aspect which 
a modern religious experience might take. 

On the other hand, however, it must be true that each gen- 
eration or century has an individuality of its own, and that 
this individuality will manifest itself in every phase of the life 
of a generation, religion included. Religious teachers therefore 
should allow for the spontaneous growth and expression of 
present-day religious life, not requiring that it should conform 
exactly to any previous type ; and people generally should be 
encouraged to a genuine, natural expression of their religious 
feeling and ideas, rather than be hampered by the mistaken 
notion that, so far as they vary from traditional religious types, 
so far they are departing from the Christian ideal. 

This inductive study of religious experience, which is now 

beginning, and of which so much will be heard within the next 

twenty years, promises to bring about that larger, 

Twentieth- freer conception of how religious experience may 

„ ' ' "' manifest itself in accordance with the individuality 
of Religious . J 

Experience °f the present time. All who are deeply interested 
in the attainment of the higher religious concep- 
tions and higher religious life will welcome this latest phase of 
the study of religion, for it gives promise of bringing in a more 
independent and more genuine ideal of what religious life is. 
One can make no mistake in calling the attention of people 
generally to the work that is being done along this line just at 
the present time. The investigations are now centering upon 
the development of the religious ideas and practices of the child, 
from years of infancy to manhood and womanhood. The vari- 
ous stages of physical, mental, and moral development of the 
individual constitute one of the most fascinating and useful of 
studies. Much good work in this field is now being done, by 
men who have received special training for this kind of investi- 
gation. Important contributions to a knowledge of the spiritual 
characteristics and development of childhood and youth have 
been made from time to time in The Pedagogical Seminary, pub- 
lished at Worcester, Mass. 
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There have recently appeared three books which express in 

various ways and with varying success some of the opinions, and 

to a certain desree indicate the ideals and methods, 

R pop N t ROOK'S 

in this Field °^ tms wor k- The first is by Professor Starbuck, 
The Psychology of Religion. Professor Starbuck, who 
has the chair of Education at Leland Stanford University, received 
his training in this work at Clark University, which is, perhaps, 
the present center of this movement for the scientific study of 
religious experience. The second book is by Professor Coe, The 
Spiritual Life. Professor Coe has the chair of Mental and Moral 
Philosophy at Northwestern University. The third is by Pro- 
fessor Granger, of University College, Nottingham, England, 
entitled The Soul of a Christian. These books are scientific studies 
in the stages and phenomena of religious experience, viewed from 
the standpoint of modern philosophy and psychology. The 
effort of each is to reach inductively into the fountains of the 
individual life, and to understand the source and the expression 
of the religious experience of the individual. They pursue the 
method of scientific observation and classification of the religious 
thought and life, in the case of a large number of typical per- 
sons, mainly children and young people. 

We cannot suppose, since this kind of study is in its infancy, 
that final results have been reached in these efforts ; but to 
one who reads these books carefully it seems obvious that a new 
and highly important method of studying religion has been 
introduced, and that along this line of investigation there will 
develop in the coming years a better comprehension of what 
religion means for men of the present day than we can yet claim 
to have attained. Surely the coming century, with all the prog- 
ress that has been made in the history, the theory, and the 
experience of life, is entitled to a type, or types, of religious 
experience quite its own, and conformable to the character of 
the humanity of our time. 



